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The purpose of this article is to develop a conceptual understanding of a service 
platform with regards to the mechanisms it uses to work, new services, and its 
effects on markets. This work is important because a platform-based view is 
considered to provide a systematic way to re-investigate service design. Four 
propositions are put forth after a review of articles in related fields. These 
propositions suggest several potential ways to develop platform-based service 
systems, new services, alongside the influences on markets. 
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Introduction
Given the advances in production technology and the fact that customers have 
become more knowledgeable and come to demand more variety, service firms 
are facing challenges in how to provide various service offerings that are both 
flexible and customized (Sundbo, 2002; Edvardsson, Gustafsson & Enquist, 
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2007). In addition, advanced technology also loosens constraints, facilitates the 
unbundling and re-bundling of systems (Normann, 2001), and makes the 
formation of service systems more dynamic (Tax, McCutcheon & Wilkinson, 
2013). Taking a broader view while discussing service architecture could shed 
light on how to design service delivery processes in the context of networks 
(Ostrom et al., 2015). Although it has been argued that a modular service 
system brings many advantages, the concepts associated with modular systems, 
such as the platform, are still vague. 
A service platform is a structure used by service companies to provide 
mass-customized services and to create new service packages more efficiently 
(Moon et al., 2011). However, some researchers have defined a service platform 
as a set of service offerings and organization and process combinations, whereas 
others view service platforms as a structure encompassing several service 
processes. In addition, if a service platform is essentially concerned with the 
process architecture, what is a service platform’s structure? Moreover, from the 
perspective of new service developments, although past studies have proposed 
that a product architecture concept could be useful in new service development, 
there is still a lack of discussion on how new services are created based on a 
platform’s structure. Furthermore, identifying the effects of innovative activities 
in the service fields is a crucial issue to be investigated (Gustafsson, Snyder, & 
Witell, 2020). From previous research, we do know a platform-based architecture 
could facilitate new service developments in a more efficient way, but we do not 
know how a platform-based new service development would affect industry 
structure. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to facilitate a greater conceptual 
understanding of service platforms by proposing four propositions. Three 
research question are addressed: (1) what is the structure of a service platform, 
(2) what is the mechanism behind a platform-based new service development, 
and (3) how would a platform-based new service development affect an existing 
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industry structure? 
The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. First, studies about 
service platforms are reviewed to provide a discussion on how the concept of 
service platforms has been approached and these approaches’ pros and cons. 
Next, from an offerings and new service developments perspective, four 
propositions will be presented for defining the structure of a service platform, the 
mechanism of a platform-based new service development, and the effects of a 
platform-based service provision on the market. The paper then concludes with 
future research directions.
Defining a Service Platform
The platform concept has been used and discussed within distinct streams, 
which could be roughly classified into product development, technology 
strategy, and industrial economics (Baldwin & Woodard, 2009; Gawer, 2009), 
and each stream implies different platform management issues and benefits 
(Thomas, Autio & Gann, 2014). However, the fundamental architecture behind 
all platforms is the same; the platform architecture partitions a system into 
stable core components and variable peripheral components (Baldwin & 
Woodard, 2009). The leading principle behind the platform concept is to 
balance the commonality potential and differentiation needs (Halman, Hofer & 
Van Vuuren, 2003).
To improve service production efficiency and facilitate new service 
developments that correspond to customers’ requirements, recent trends have 
sought to apply and extend the principles of product platform design to the 
service field (Moon et al., 2011). An increasing number of attempts have applied 
the product platform concept to service platform development. The results 
include new service developments, improved quality control, and mass-
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customization operating system development. Nevertheless, the definition of a 
service platform remains vague. Comparisons of different definitions are 
presented in Table 1. There is one significant difference among prior studies with 
regard to the definition of the service platform; some define a service platform as 
a functional process (Meyer & DeTore, 2001; Bohmer & Lawrence, 2005; Voss 
& Hsuan, 2009; Hofman & Meijerink, 2015), while others refer to it as a set of 
service offerings, a production process, and/or an organization of a service 
package (Pekkarinen & Ulkuniemi, 2008; Lin, Luo & Zhou, 2010). The latter 
took a holistic view in defining a service platform as a strategic combination of 
organization, process, and service offerings, whereas the former only focused on 
a process structure. This issue also exists in product development management. 
To explore the nature of a service platform, this paper argues that adopting 
a process view to define service platforms as a part of a service delivery system 
could provide more insights to better understand service platforms. The first 
reason is that a simplified definition of a service platform as a process structure 
could allow additional theoretic development, thereby giving rise to novel 
practical implications. It is important to take a broader view while defining a 
service platform as service offerings, a delivery process, and the organization of 
service packages to discuss the interactions among different modularity 
dimensions (offerings, delivery process, and organization); however, doing so 
also complicates matters as this blends various managerial issues from different 
dimensions. 
A similar issue has been discussed with regard to product platform design. 
A broader viewpoint mixes more than one platform design issue, leading to 
inflexibility when applying other concepts. The definition of a product platform 
varies depending on the different managerial objectives (Muffatto & Roveda, 
2000). A narrow definition of the product platform only focuses on a product 
structure for product family development (e.g., Meyer & Lehnerd, 1997), 
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whereas in contrast, a broader definition includes considerations of resource 
utilization and organization issues (e.g., Robertson & Ulrich, 1998). Product 
platform design decisions are usually associated with the production and supply 
chain plans and even affect industrial dynamics, thus changing a competitive 
market situation (Muffatto, 1999; Meyer & DeTore, 2001; Hsuan & Hansen, 
2007). Jiao et al. (2007) integrated different perspectives and proposed a holistic 
framework to describe how customer requirements are translated into platform 
design parameters and how platform design decisions connect back-end design 
issues in the production process and supply chain formation. Jiao et al. (2007)’s 
work provides a comprehensive view to analyze platforms according to researchers’ 
interests or managerial issues. Applying Jiao et al. (2007)’s framework to services, 
a service platform design decision could be defined according to different focuses. 
A “service product” that reflects augmented customer requirements is called a 
service package bundle (e.g., a travel service), and a service package bundle is 
composed of several service offerings (e.g., accommodation, transportation). 
Each service offering could be taken as a service module, and from the operation 
perspective, each module could be translated into a functional process. These 
functions are composed of several process modules, which constitute a service 
delivery process. 
The second reason for considering service platforms as a part of a service 
delivery system is the open-system nature of services. The open-system nature of 
services implies that more emphasis should be placed on service delivery 
processes when designing services since a service delivery system requires 
customers’ and service firms’ involvement and interaction. Furthermore, unlike 
manufacturing goods, which are physical items, services are processes. Thus, a 
service delivery system functions as an interface between customers and service 
firms, and with this approach, we can investigate how this interface influences 






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Consequently, this paper adheres to the process perspective and defines a 
service platform as a part of a service delivery system, which implies both the 
architecture of a service offering and a service delivery process of a service 
offering. In other words, a service platform essentially deals with process 
architecture and can be categorized as lying between two levels: a service 
package bundle and a service delivery system. Since providing a service is a 
process, a service package is made up of processes. That is, a service package is 
a series of processes. Services such as consulting or health examination are 
transactional “product names.” This implies that a service platform provides a 
structure for service package formation, whereas from the operation perspective, 
a service platform is a process structure for conducting various services.
Service platform design from the service offerings design 
perspective
The platform concept implies the degree of a system’s modularity. According to 
Muffatto and Roveda (2002), product architecture influences the platform 
development issue, and platform design is not applicable when the integrity of 
the product architecture is considerably high or low. Therefore, a highly 
integrated product architecture would possibly constrain platform strategy. In 
contrast, the platform concept would become rather meaningless if the platform 
is decomposed into smaller units, such as modules, in a highly modularized 
product architecture.
A systematic decomposition approach, such as partitioning systems into 
smaller sub-problems for later integration, could reduce complexity and facilitate 
the design task (Bitran & Pedrosa, 1998). Regarding service process design, a 
systematic decomposition approach for a service delivery system has been 
widely discussed in the context of customer contact models, front/back office 
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de-coupling discussions (e.g., Chase, 1981; Metters & Vargas, 2000; Verma & 
Young, 2000; Zomerdijk & de Vries, 2007), and balancing customer variation 
and production efficiency (e.g., Tinnilä & Vepsäläinen, 1995; McLaughlin, 1996; 
Buzacott, 2000; Frei, 2006). Although the decomposition approach that follows 
is more diversified rather than dichotomous, most process design thinking is 
provider-oriented. Furthermore, most thinking about service process design 
focuses on operation efficiency. Only a few studies (e.g., Buzacott, 2000) have 
discussed how one may design a service process from the perspective of a service 
offering design.
The formation of a service platform implies a half-modularized service 
delivery system. Eissens-van der Lann et al.’s (2016) finding also implies that a 
platform is a standardized part of a service delivery system. According to 
Eissens-van der Lann et al. (2016), a modularized process exists in a routine or 
semi-routine process, implying that while some processes are standardized, 
others are changeable, depending on the context. They also pointed out that, until 
now, regarding service modularity issues, service types could be categorized into 
routine and non-routine service offerings. They suggested that modules in non-
routine offerings have more reciprocal dependencies, and it would be harder to 
isolate their dependencies within individual modules. In contrast, semi-routine 
and routine service offerings are decomposable across multiple levels. Their 
finding on multilevel decomposition logic indicates that semi-routine and routine 
service offerings are provided on the basis of a pre-defined service process. A 
pre-defined process not only defines customers’ consumption script (Victorino et 
al., 2012) but also employees’ working script. This standardized script implies 
that customers would recognize the core service offering even though some 
enhanced services are changed (Victorino et al., 2012). Thus, a consumption 
script reflects the core component of a service offering or a core service of a 
service package, and service firms could change or add enhanced services easily 
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to differentiate themselves.
By adapting a service platform design perspective to service offering design, 
a service platform implies a half-modularized service package. Service 
companies are able to provide more customized services and create one or more 
new service packages more efficiently (Moon et al., 2011). Customer requirements 
are reflected by the service package. The architecture of a service package 
implies the service concept of the service portfolio, which functions as per a 
specific market’s customer requirements (Goldstein et al., 2002; Roth & Menor, 
2003). The modules in a service package could be defined as core, enabling, or 
enhancing services. Core services are the reason for a company’s presence in the 
market, enhancing services are used to augment the value of the core services or 
differentiate the service from other competitors (Carman & Langeard, 1980; 
Lovelock & Wirtz’s , 2004; Grönroos, 2015), and enabling services are a kind of 
service that facilitates the use of the core service (Grönroos, 2015).
Platform architectures partition a system into stable core components and 
variable peripheral components (Baldwin & Woodard, 2009). Therefore, service 
firms could change only the variable peripheral service modules to meet customer 
requirements while keeping the core modules intact. Platforms have well-defined 
interfaces or design rules (Iansiti & Levien, 2004) that define the standard 
manner in which different service modules could be combined. The key function 
of a platform is to balance the commonality potential and different customer 
needs (Halman, Hofer & van Vuuren, 2003). 
In summary, a service platform implies a half-modularized process 
architecture of a service delivery system, and it also defines a half-modularized 
composition of a service package. Platform architectures partition a system into 
stable core and variable peripheral modules (Baldwin & Woodard, 2009). 
Peripheral modules are changeable; however, core modules irreplaceable. 
Therefore, core modules of a service package could be defined as core services 
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to a service firm since core services are the main reason for a service company’s 
presence in a market (Grönroos, 2015), and this also implies the core competence 
of a service firm. Furthermore, according to previous research, a platform-based 
service delivery system includes semi-routine or routine processes. This set of 
routine processes of a service delivery system could be considered a standardized 
consumption script, which reflects the irreplaceable part of a service package—
the core services. 
Therefore, this paper argues that a service platform could be considered a 
core service process structure, which is a standardized process structure to reduce 
the influence of market dynamics on the operation system and enhancing service 
modules, making them varied enough to respond to various customer 
requirements. The argument is summarized in Proposition1, which states,
 Proposition 1 (P1): A service platform is a standardized service delivery 
system for providing the core services of a service company.  
Service platform design from the new service  
development perspective
From a customer perspective, a new service could be defined as an offering not 
previously available to customers that results from the addition of offerings, 
radical changes in the service delivery system, or incremental improvements to 
existing service packages or delivery processes that customers perceive as being 
new (Johnson et al., 2002). A service platform provides a structure for service 
companies to create a new service package more efficiently (Moon et al., 2011). 
Adopting an architecture and modular design concept in new service 
developments is an important future research direction (Menor, Tatikonda, & 
Sampson, 2002). Tax and Stuart (1997) pointed out the important fact that new 
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services could be created from existing service systems. Furthermore, Bitran 
and Pedrosa (1998) introduced the architecture and component concepts to new 
service developments. The authors suggested that if the architectural knowledge 
of a service system is established and spreads widely throughout an industry, 
the reproducibility of the service concept becomes the basis of future service 
developments, and service firms could create new services by changing 
peripheral services, components, or the linking systems of components without 
changing core services. This kind of modular-based service development is a 
way to reconfigure components of a service delivery system based on an 
existing platform structure (Johnson et al., 2000; Meyer & DeTore, 2001). 
Therefore, from a platform-based service design perspective, service firms 
could develop new services by changing enhancing services but not core services. 
Past studies have called this notion incremental innovation or modular innovation, 
and this kind of innovation tends to reinforce the competitive position of 
established firms since it builds on a firm’s core competencies or enhances their 
competence (Henderson & Clark, 1990). New services are created by changing 
modules, implying the growing maturity of the architecture. Bitran and Pedrosa 
(1998) claimed that new services would facilitate the emergence of dominant 
designs in the service context. 
The term dominant design in product design represents a kind of architectural 
knowledge, and it is defined as a specification consisting of a single design 
feature that defines the product category’s architecture (Srinivasan, Lilien, & 
Rangaswamy, 2006). A dominant design is characterized both by a set of core 
design concepts that correspond to major functions performed by the product and 
that are embodied in the components and by a product architecture that defines 
the ways in which these components are integrated (Henderson & Clark, 1990). 
The emergence of a dominant design in a certain product category has a strong 
and significant effect on firm survival due to, for instance, entry timing (Suàrez 
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& Utterback, 1995) and market legitimacy (Meyer & Rowan, 1977).
After the emergence of a dominant design, innovation trajectories follow 
certain design rules, which allow companies to focus their efforts on only a few 
promising solutions (Schuh, Rudolf, & Vogels, 2014). Abernathy and Utterback 
(1978) argued that the emergence of a dominant design implies that product 
innovation is moving from the fluid phase to the transitional phase. Upon entering 
the transitional phase, product innovation breaks away from the fluid phase in 
which product innovation, technological, and market needs are ambiguous, and 
innovations at this phase are at risk of both target and technical uncertainty. The 
existence of a dominant design in a market implies that a product architecture in 
a market is well-defined, the product characteristics are well understood and 
often standardized, and the production efficiency is greatly improved. In other 
words, the criteria for product performance are clearly defined, and the production 
system enters into standardization and mass production (Abernathy & Utterback, 
1978). Furthermore, innovations of components within a product usually occur; 
therefore, new component knowledge becomes more valuable than new 
architectural knowledge to a firm because competition between designs revolves 
around refinements of particular components (Henderson & Clark, 1990, pp. 14-
15). To sum up, the appearance of a dominant design implies the acceptance of a 
single architecture, established firms seek to refine and innovate component 
knowledge rather than the architecture, and innovation occurs in components 
(Henderson & Clark, 1990).
In the service context, the emergence of a dominant design also implies 
“operation system diffusion,” and Bitran and Pedrosa (1998) claimed that this 
could be observed by the similarity in operations and formats, such as in the case 
of fast-food restaurants, hotels, and airlines. For example, a Japanese food 
company wished to expand its restaurant business to target new market segments 
and increase profits. They decided to sell the restaurant operation system (they 
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called it a “restaurant platform;” the system included food ingredients 
procurement processes, food processing instructions, and back-office 
management techniques) to achieve economies of scale and cooperated with 
various companies (e.g., the healthcare equipment industry) to design the service 
contents (healthy food restaurants) and create a variety of service offerings and 
service concepts. The architecture that reflects the service firm’s core competence 
in the restaurant operating system is the platform, and the service firm could 
adopt the platform to enhance service concept reproducibility and to add or 
change other components and create new services.
According to the above example, the pattern of platform-based new service 
developments might be modular. New services are created by changing peripheral 
services. Furthermore, when the platform structure is widely accepted in a 
market, this implies the emergence of a dominant design. In service contexts, the 
appearance of a dominant design in a market presents one of the operation 
formats of an industry, and it might define the innovation trajectory of an industry. 
This argument is summarized in Propositions 2 and 3.
 Proposition 2 (P2): Service firms create new services by changing 
peripheral service modules in a platform-based service architecture.
 Proposition 3 (P3): Similar platform architectures in multiple firms of an 
industry imply that the patterns of new service developments are the same 
across the industry.
Service platform design and its effects on markets   
The emergence of a dominant design in a product category implies that 
platform-based modular innovation will strengthen the product architecture 
since all new products are created based on of the well-accepted product 
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architecture in a market (Henderson & Clark, 1990). However, this might be 
different for service markets since most service delivery systems are embedded 
in different customer practices and a broader social system (Korkman, 2006; 
Edvardsson, Skålén, & Tronvoll, 2012). 
Practices are ways of doings (Reckwitz, 2002). Sociologists consider 
human life to be composed of practices, such as eating, sleeping, working, and 
traveling. Practices only exist at the moment of doing in which several practice 
elements are temporarily assembled. A practice-based view has been suggested 
to examine services from a more holistic and customer-oriented perspective 
(Grönroos, 2008). By investigating customer journeys in a cruise ship, Korkman 
(2006) argued that the nature of service consumption is contextual and that 
customer value is determined by the arrangement of several elements (i.e., 
physical, human, and image elements), and these elements form different but 
similar practices in a cruise ship. This implies that although customers could 
collect the services they want, their customer journeys in a cruise ship are still 
confined to the ship’s available services.  
 The practice-based view implies that a practice could be considered a 
collection of several service modules in a service context. A platform-based 
service delivery system allows customers to collect and combine different service 
modules to implement their practices, and this might lead to the emergence of a 
new service system if different modules belong to different service systems or no 
inhabiting service providers exist within the transition zones between the service 
systems. Furthermore, the new service delivery system might lead to the 
disintegration of an existing service delivery system. For example, a traveling 
practice can be achieved by purchasing an integrated resource package, such as 
an escorted tour. This implies an integrated service system that is organized by a 
company and is composed of several different types of resources. However, we 
can also see that there are some practices that do not have any corresponding 
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available service delivery systems (practice X in Figure 1). The transition zone 
between two service delivery systems could be defined as a service ecotone 
(Simmonds & Gazley, 2018). A service ecotone is considered dynamic since it 
allows different actors to enter the service ecotone. Practices lie in a service 
ecotone, and thus, they rely on two ways to be realized: the first one is when 
customers integrate several different service delivery systems by themselves, and 
the other is relying on transboundary service providers to help customers realize 
these practices. Two actors have been defined in previous studies: transboundary 
actors and ecotone actors. Transboundary actors indicate actors who come from 
adjected service systems. Ecotone actors indicate actors who are a newly 
appearing actors that only inhabit the service ecotone (service delivery system 
X). 
In other words, when a practice does not have a corresponding service 
delivery system, the transboundary actors that appear indicate a boundary 
spanning activity of an industry or the emergence of a new market. This implies 
that a modular system allows customers or service providers to combine different 
service modules to realize different customers’ practices, and this easily leads to 
transboundary activities and weaken the existing architectures of a platform or 
even an industry. Therefore, the above-mentioned argument leads to Proposition 




 Proposition 4 (P4): Contrary to platform-based product design, platform-
based service design might weaken existing architectures and trigger new 
markets.
Conclusions and future research directions
Technological advancements have enhanced the decomposition and 
reconfiguration of existing service systems, business systems, and even 
industries. As such, more comprehensive and systemic approaches are required 
to reconceptualize service delivery systems. Providing different insights to 
correspond to fast-changing and more integrated markets has been considered 
an issue of utmost importance. Furthermore, in this context, new service 
developments and innovations have been considered key to the creation of a 
firm’s sustainable competitive advantage. A platform-based view has been 
considered to provide a systematic perspective on the reinvestigation of service 
delivery systems. However, several concepts associated with modular systems 
are still vague. 
This paper adopted a process view to investigate the nature of service 
platforms and their effects on markets, and four propositions were proposed. 
From a service offering perspective instead of an operational process definition, 
a service package is composed of core, enhancing, and supplementary services. 
A service platform as a standardized part of a service delivery system could be 
considered routinized or stabilized service scripts for both service providers and 
customers. Therefore, a service platform could be defined as a core service 
system since core services represent the core competencies of a service company, 
and it could also be leveraged to create new services. This argument leads to 
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Propositions 1 and 2. Furthermore, a dominant architecture in an industry 
represents a well-established operation system in a market, and this implies that 
an innovation trajectory of a service industry could be defined. However, contrary 
to platform-based product design, platform-based service design might weaken 
an existing platform structure since lots of service modules are embedded in 
several different customer practices. The feature of service modules’ 
embeddedness might trigger service firms’ transboundary activities or even the 
appearance of new market actors. These arguments thus lead to Propositions 3 
and 4.  
Four propositions were proposed to facilitate a better understanding of the 
concept of service platforms; however, empirical data must be collected to refine 
the four propositions. Furthermore, a network perspective should be included in 
future studies since as a service delivery system becomes decomposable and re-
combinable, and several actors must cooperate with each other. As such, service 
systems might change the structure of an existing market. 
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